Phytoplankton of the Lower Parana River was studied bimonthly from April 1993 to April 1994 at six stations along 400-km length. Fluctuations in the physical and chemical variables are analysed in relation to the hydrological changes which play an important role in the functioning of large rivers with complex floodplains. Aulacoseira granulata var. granulata was the dominant alga over the entire river stretch. The subdominant taxa were also represented by centric diatoms which proved to be well adapted to flowing turbid environments. During periods of low flow, with enhanced transpar ency, small Chlorococcales increased in abundance. Maximum abundance of the phytoplankton and the greatest diversity were observed during spring. The absence of significant spatial changes in the structure of the phytoplankton along the studied length, reveals a sufficient constancy of environ mental conditions for the planktonic dominance to be unaltered through the year.
Introduction
In the past two decades, major advances have been made in ri ver ecology. The re search work carried out in large rivers has broadened the knowledge of these com plex systems. In particular, work on the great South American rivers has emphasised the ecological role played by wide plains in the lower reaches. The extensive and complex floodplains are temporarily connected with the rivers during floods, playing an important role in their fu nctioning (JUNK et al. 1989) . PElTS (1990) stressed the dependence of large rivers on the riparian and floodplain zones, which usually can be more important than those of the main channel. Other significant features of these systems are their high ecological diversity and productivity (RYDER & PESENDORFER 1989 ) and the strong influence of the hydrological changes on the biotic components.
The Parana is the second largest of the South American ri vers. Ecological stud ies, which include work on the phytoplankton community, have been fo cused mainly on its middle reach (BONETIO et al. 1979 , 1982 , GARCiA DE EMILIANI 1988 , 1990 . More recently, investigations on this stretch have dealt with the relationship between the ri ver and the marginal shallow lakes (GARCiA DE EMILI ANI 1993 , ZALOCAR 1992 . They stressed the role of the hydrological cycles of the ri ver on the phytoplankton succession. However, researches on the Lower Parana are comparatively recent and very little information about phytoplankton has yet been reported. Studies have been fo cused mainly on nutrients dynamics in the deltaic floodplain (BONETIO et al. 1994) ,
